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The participation rates of girls in post-compulsory information technology courses of
Australian universities and high schools have remained low (less than 30%), despite
three decades of research and analysis. In seeking to better understand this phe-
nomenon, this paper draws upon data collected during an Australian Research Council
Linkage project to investigate first, the reasons that teachers and students in contem-
porary Australian high schools put forward to account for girls’ underrepresentation;
second, the assumptions about gender that underpin these explanations; and third, the
extent to which teachers appear able to respond to the full range of factors shaping girls’
decision making. The paper argues that attempts to improve girls’ participation rates
might continue to falter unless teacher education programs explicitly prepare teachers
to conceptualise educational reforms based on understandings of post-structural per-
spectives on gender; perspectives that challenge the more common explanations for
girls’ behaviour associated with both essentialist and socialisation mindsets.
Keywords: gender; gender norms; information technology; post-compulsory educa-
tion; teacher education
Introduction
Research seeking to understand the persistent underrepresentation of girls in information
technology (IT) subjects during the post-compulsory years of schooling has spanned more
than 30 years, and covered the contexts offered by diverse countries and school systems. It
has focused variously on the impact of school factors (such as curriculum and pedagogy:
e.g., Anderson, Lankshear, Timms, & Courtney, 2008; Goode, Estrella, &Margolis, 2006);
social factors (such as the influences of peers and parents: e.g., Elsworth, Harvey-Beavis,
Ainley, & Fabris, 1999) and cultural factors (including the power of culturally mediated
understandings of what it means to be a girl, a boy, and a technology student).
This thematically and methodologically diverse scholarship has informed a large vol-
ume of advice to schools, teachers, education departments, and curriculum developers.
Yet over the time that girls-and-IT has grown as an area of intellectual enquiry, women in
developed countries have continued to avoid IT studies and, in many cases, enrolments have
actually declined. This raises questions about why, if we know so much about the problem,
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has so little actually changed? The seemingly intractable nature of the phenomenon sug-
gests that either there are influences on girls’ decision making which have not yet been
identified or that the specific people who are expected to deal with those influences (such
as teachers and principals) are not well equipped to do so.
This paper explores the possibility that the girls-and-IT field of enquiry has become
characterised by research projects that repeatedly identify a wide range of factors that
contribute to girls’ underrepresentation in IT subject areas and by recommendations for
intervention that consistently overestimate the ability of teachers to respond to this range
of contributing factors. To explore this tension the paper draws upon data collected during
an Australian Research Council-funded research project to ask four key questions:
• How, today, do students and teachers in Australian schools account for girls’
underrepresentation in post-compulsory IT subjects?
• What assumptions about gender underpin students’ and teachers’ explanations for
girls’ underrepresentation?
• What do these assumptions reveal about teachers’ ability to construct gender-based
educational interventions?
• What challenges does this raise for teacher education?
The paper is divided into four sections. In the first we provide an introduction to the
research project upon which this paper draws, and outline the ways in which post-structural
feminism shaped the conduct of the study. In the second we provide an analysis of the
dominant and subordinate explanations put forward by students and teachers to account for
the underrepresentation of girls in IT subjects. We highlight the ways in which boys and
girls consistently emphasise the impact of curriculum and pedagogy on subject selection
whilst the impact of gender is consistently downplayed, denied and ignored.
In section three we identify four recommendations for change that emerged from our
first reading of the data and discuss the extent to which teachers in this project appear able
to respond to all four. In the final section we explore the way in which the findings of this
project raise challenges, not just for the teachers and students in schools who are commonly
the focus for project recommendations, but for those working in teacher education.
Part 1: Project background, theoretical framework and design
This paper explores data collected during a three-year Australian Research Council
Linkage project titled ‘From High School to Higher Education: Gendered Pathways in
Information, Communication and Computer Technology Education’. The full aims and
objectives of the project are outlined elsewhere (Lynch, 2007) and include the desire to:
• ascertain why the proportion of girls who enter education pathways leading to
information technology careers is so small; and
• identify strategies that might lead to increased numbers of girls to qualify for,
choose, and enter IT courses at the higher education level.
Background
The underrepresentation of girls in IT areas has been deemed a problem worthy of ongo-
ing analysis for more than 30 years (for an overview see Goode, Estrella, & Margolis,
2006). Precisely how the problem is defined varies. Some see the problem in pragmatic
terms: there are not enough people available to fill skilled IT positions and this needs to be
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addressed for the good of the national economy. Others focus on what it means for women
(economically, symbolically, politically) if they do not access careers that are both highly
lucrative and culturally significant in the way they shape current and future practices.
This particular project emerged as a result of a mixture of these concerns. The starting
point, however, was the growing awareness that participation rates were not improving
over time. Women’s participation in IT university courses in Australia continues to hover
around 30% (James, Baldwin, Coutes, Krawse, & McInnis, 2004) and women make up
only 15% of the Australian IT industry where they are overrepresented in support roles
and underrepresented in professional roles (Department of Communications, Information
Technology, and the Arts, 2006).
The 2000s saw a decline in the overall participation rates of boys and girls in IT edu-
cation in Australia, both at school and at university (Dobson, 2007). However, within the
context of this overall decline, women and girls continue to be a special case. Downes and
Kleydish (2007) found that, in 2006, girls constituted less than 24% of enrolments in Year
12 High School Certificate (HSC) IT subjects in New South Wales (NSW) and in Victorian
Certificate of Education subjects in Victoria. In NSW, while overall (boys and girls) enrol-
ment in Year 12 HSC IT subjects decreased by 49% between 2002 and 2006 (the equivalent
Victorian decline was 53%), the participation of girls during this period fell by 60% (68%
in Victoria).
The gender disparity both in enrolments and in the rate of decline is even greater for
software development subjects in these states. In 2002, girls comprised 13% and 12% of the
enrolments in software development subjects in NSW and Victoria respectively; however,
in 2006 they made up only 8% in each of these states (Downes & Kleydish, 2007).
Project design
The project was designed as a mixed-method study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) which,
as a research methodology, can be associated with a wide range of competing epistemo-
logical and ontological positions. The researchers in this project shared a commitment to
the use of feminist post-structuralism to facilitate the identification of the multiple ways in
which categories such as ‘girls’ and ‘technology’ are constituted in schooling contexts. We
briefly acknowledge here some of the key concerns of post-structural feminism.
Theoretical framework
Whilst post-structural feminism is a broad label that can relate to a vast range of theoretical
resources, analytical processes, and political commitments, there are, as McLeod (2008, p.
4) notes, some common or shared concerns, ‘including a suspicion of grand narratives,
a focus on questions about subjectivity, on partial and multiple meanings, on discourse,
on processes of becoming and on construction and deconstruction’. Feminists working
with post-structural or what McCaughtry (2004) refers to as postmodern resources gener-
ally understand gender (and linked behaviour) not as fixed or natural but ‘as an ongoing
social production whose meaning is negotiated in many places across the social landscape’
(McCaughtry, 2004, p. 402).
This framework contrasts with two powerful, widely endorsed perspectives on gender
and gendered patterns of behaviour. Biological determinist perspectives are premised on
beliefs that it is innate, natural differences between boys and girls that give rise to different
patterns of behaviour and different interests and desires. From this perspective, differences
in actions or behaviours are relatively unremarkable, except in the sense that they confirm
widely held beliefs about the natural skills sets of boys and girls.
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Socialisation perspectives on gender, on the other hand, argue that children receive
messages about desirable ways to act from key agents of socialisation – peers, families,
teachers, and so on – and that gender is learnt by children who, nevertheless, have the
freedom to choose alternative pathways if they desire.
In contrast with both these perspectives, post-structural approaches to the analysis of
gender look at the ways in which meanings about what it means to be a boy or girl –
meanings that can be mainstream and marginal – are circulated, naturalised, contested and
endorsed. It is a framework that involves ‘constantly and persistently looking into how
truths are produced’ (Spivak, as cited in Landry & Mclean, 1996, p. 6).
There is much that can be said about the differences between socialisation, essentialist
and post-structural sensibilities. However, the key point for this paper is that post-structural
feminism exhorts us to look beyond obvious and seemingly natural explanations for girls’
under-enrolment to identify less acknowledged influences.
Data collection
The project involved 12 schools from New South Wales, seven from South Australia,
and seven from Victoria. Consistent with the mixed-methodology framework data were
collected in three main ways: first, through a survey of year 10 and 11 students; sec-
ond, through interviews conducted with teachers, principals, and guidance officers in each
school; and third, through focus group interviews conducted with year 9, 10, and 11 stu-
dents (boys and girls). The project received ethical clearance from Deakin University, the
University of Western Sydney and all of the participating educational authorities.
The focus groups maximised variation in terms of the location, socioeconomic status
(SES), and IT participation rates of girls. Schools where the female participation rate in
IT subjects in years 11 and 12 was above 40% were described as having a high participa-
tion rate; schools with a rate between 20% and 40% were described as having a moderate
participation rate; and schools with a rate below 20% were considered to have a partic-
ipation rate that was low. This paper draws on interview and focus group data collected
in the following schools. All schools and students are represented by pseudonyms and all
participants gave informed consent:
Crocodile: rural, low SES, moderate female participation
Otter: rural, low SES, moderate female participation
Dolomite: rural, medium SES, high female participation
Currawong: rural, medium SES, low female participation
Bandicoot: regional, high SES, low female participation
Mt Quartz: regional, medium SES, low female participation
Angelfish: metropolitan, low SES, low female participation
Opal: metropolitan, medium SES, moderate female participation
Rock Dove: metropolitan, low SES, high female participation
Sediment: metropolitan, medium SES, low female participation
Dragon: metropolitan, low SES, mid female participation
Blackmare: regional, mid SES, low female participation
The key aim of the focus group sessions was to allow students to explain why they did
or did not study or plan to study IT and to encourage them to speculate about why other
students may have made their own subject selection. We did not ask questions directly
relating to gender until towards the end of the session.
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Data analysis
During analysis researchers identified, firstly, the reasons that students and teachers most
commonly put forward to explain subject selection or rejection, and, secondly, the way stu-
dents and teachers spoke about or accounted for the influence of gender, when it was raised
as an issue by the researchers. Our goal was to identify the most common, well-rehearsed
explanations and then to turn to the issues which were ignored, forgotten or silenced. To
this end we attended to the frequency with which different explanations or comments were
made by boys and girls; the appearance of the same explanation in schools in diverse
locations, and with different socioeconomic backgrounds; and the extent to which any indi-
vidual explanation was accepted, contested, and ultimately normalised by other students.
The results of the analysis are outlined briefly in the section below.
Part 2: Explanations for girls’ underrepresentation: teacher and student perspectives
Participants in the project consistently endorsed three explanations for girls’ underrepre-
sentation in IT subjects. These explanations were connected to beliefs about:
• the career opportunities and experiences that are (or are not) associated with the IT
field;
• the curriculum and pedagogy associated with IT subjects;
• the natural and differing interests and abilities of boys and girls.
These themes dominated each focus group and were raised consistently amongst
groups of different compositions. We explore each theme briefly below.
Career opportunities and constraints
Students across all three states routinely identified IT as a poor choice for those seeking
a high university entrance score because processes used to calculate students’ university
entrance scores (whilst varied across the Australian states) are perceived as apportioning
different weightings to different subjects.
Students also repeatedly claimed there were few jobs to be found in the IT industry.
For example, one girl from Crocodile High School noted that ‘a lot of our parents and that
say, “Oh there’s no jobs out in the IT world because there was a big boom last time” and
yeah that’s what they tell us so we just don’t need to do it.’ In most cases students did not
differentiate between the different jobs that require university qualifications and those that
do not.
As well as this, the field of IT conjured up very narrow images for students:
Interviewer K: Okay, so what do you think, if I said to you well what does the IT industry
look like, you know, computing industry look like, what image do you get?
Boy R: A building with doors . . . working in there.
Boy A: A person just working at a desk with a computer.
Boy X: That’s what I would picture too, just sitting behind a desk all day in front of
a computer. (Dolomite focus group)
Two girls fromMt Quartz described a similar environment, one where employees would
be: ‘Sitting in a box typing’ (Girl E5), and ‘working basically by yourself most of the time’
(Girl A1).
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Data such as this indicate that there has been little change over the past 20 years to the
image of the solitary, isolated, antisocial nature of IT-related employment: a finding con-
sistent with other research projects (e.g. Multimedia Victoria, 2004). Issues of curriculum
and pedagogy drew similar levels of criticism.
Issues of curriculum and pedagogy
Students repeatedly said they avoided IT because of the belief that the content would be
the same as they had previously studied:
Girl 1: . . . they take us back through how to do everything all over again
Interviewer: OK all right and so it affected your interest level?
Girl 2: Yeah you get
Girl 1: Really bored (Rock Dove focus group)
A similar tale is found in at Dragon High School. When asked what they were currently
studying the boys replied: ‘Same thing as last year’ (Boy AC) and ‘Like I’ve been doing
since the start. Doing the same’ (Boy C).
A related factor was the teaching strategies used in the various schools. Students in
every participating school joined in a chorus defining the subject as ‘boring’. When pressed
for reasons, boys and girls alike identified such things as the dominance of book rather than
computer based activities, the didactic nature of classes, and the lack of group work. In
addition the content within IT subjects was predominantly seen as theoretical rather than
practical.
Boy 1: It’s answering questions from the book there’s not really much doing on the computer
even answering questions on the computer will make it a bit more interesting. (Rock
Dove focus group)
I really do think that if it was more practical stuff to do with the actual computer, I really think
a lot more girls would be interested. (Girl S, Blackmare focus group 3)
When asked for ideas about additional ways IT could be improved and made more
appealing as a subject area, students made repeated reference to the appeal of an oppor-
tunity to ‘have fun’. When asked to unpack ‘fun’ both boys and girls emphasised the
importance of topics or projects they were interested in, active rather than passive lessons,
and opportunities to make and create things.
From this basis it is not surprising that when asked to identify the features of a good
IT teacher, students made almost as much mention of personality characteristics (such as
a sense of humour, patience, and obvious willingness to be helpful) as they did curriculum
knowledge. Students also emphasised the need for teachers to have a good knowledge of
core concepts and to know their ‘stuff’ (Bandicoot focus group 6); to be patient (‘There’s
nothing worse when you don’t get it and they’re getting frustrated’ Girl J, Otter focus
group); and to pitch information at the right level. As one student said: ‘You pretty much
want a teacher that can talk to you at your level, rather than like the more professional level.
Like “rah, rah, rah”’ (Boy B, Bandicoot focus group).
This focus on issues of curriculum, pedagogy, subject image and career opportunities
dominated the focus groups in both their frequency and their uncontested nature. In these
explanations students seemingly saw no reason to link the phenomenon to gender. From
the perspectives offered by post-structural feminism, this was an important early finding.
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Russell Ferguson (1990, p. 11) makes the point that ‘in our society, dominant discourse tries
never to speak its own name. Its authority is based on absence.’ The responses explored
above illustrate a context within which people display a certain blindness to – or disinterest
regarding – the possible influence of gender and look, instead, for other ways to explain
gendered patterns and behaviours. The students’ commitment to this gender-has-nothing-
to-do-with-subject-choice argument became even more apparent when they were explicitly
asked to consider the possible influence of gender. In this case, however, the emphasis was
not placed on curriculum or pedagogy but on biology and ‘personal choice’. We turn now
to this set of explanations.
Personal interest and innate abilities
There were very few occasions when students (or teachers) raised the issue of gender.
When asked explicitly if gender had an impact on subject choice an interesting response
pattern was seen. Students and teachers would, first, insist that gender had nothing to do
with subject selection in IT or any other area. If questioned further they would refer to what
they represented as seemingly gender-neutral qualities of personal taste. As one girl said,
‘different people like different things so, ultimately they’re going to choose different jobs
that they enjoy’ (Girl C2, Currawong focus group).
If the conversation persisted, however, students and teachers very quickly put for-
ward biologically based, essentialist explanations to rationalise girls’ and boys’ subject
selections. The following quotes are only a small sample of comments of this kind:
Girl E: Boys are better at it than the girls because . . . their brains work differently. (Crocodile
focus group)
Girl 1: I think guys . . . it’s probably the way guys’ brains work more than anything. Cause
you know how they do physics well a larger portion, maybe that’s how they . . . [think]
. . . (Otter focus group 1)
Boy 3: While the boys are on computers, all girls want to do is just put on makeup and do
dress ups and stuff. . . . (Bandicoot focus group 6)
Boy 2: When you get into the technical side of it, which is hands on and can be dirty there
tends to be less females. (Opal focus group)
Taken together with the earlier data these biologically based arguments suggest that
there is little that can be done to change enrolment patterns. There is, however, another
trend in the data that needs to be acknowledged.
Tensions and contradictions in discussions of gender
Closer readings of the project data reveal a tension between the way students deny the
influence of gender, and the way they speak about the consequences of choosing to study
IT.
Students consistently argued that people no longer cared how boys or girls behaved
and that they were free to study IT if they so desired. At the same time, however, many of
them made reference to consequences associated with choosing to study in the IT field. For
example, when asked ‘is it cool for a girl to do IT at Angelfish’ the following comments
were made:
Girl J: People don’t care.
Girl C: . . . if I wanted to become a army officer like people might snigger about it but they’re
not going to put you down for it.
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Boy J: Some people might say well ‘she’ll never make it’ but yeah . . .
Girl C: . . . like if a guy came up to me and said ‘I wanted to become a hairdresser’, I’d say
‘well I hope you get there’. Like we don’t sort of pick on people because . . . (Angelfish
focus group 2, emphasis added)
Being sniggered at for a decision is not recognised by the students as a criticism. Nor
is the thought ‘she’ll never make it’ read as negative.
A more extreme example of this desire to deny the impact of gender is found in another
exchange. When asked if information technology had a stigma or a ‘nerdy’ image stu-
dents at Angelfish High agreed that yes it did, but that this didn’t matter. The conversation
continued:
Interviewer: Can you be a girl nerd?
Girl B3: Yes I am.
Girl B1: She’s a computer nerd for sure.
Interviewer: Is there anything bad about being a nerd?
Girl B3: No I love it.
Interviewer: So it’s not like what it used to be to be a nerd . . . .
Girl B3: The only thing is when people throw stuff at you, you find it difficult to protect
yourself. (Angelfish focus group 3)
Here we see a significant tension between one girl’s claim that there is nothing bad
about being connected to computers and being seen as a nerd even though it can lead
to things being thrown at her. An equally casual and equally powerful comment is found
within a boys’ focus group.
Interviewer: Do you know anyone at school who’s going to do a lot of IT stuff?
Boy 1: PT. I think my mate, PT, he’s good with computers.
Boy 2: He’s a nerd.
Interviewer: Is that good or bad these days?
Boy 3: It’s good ’cause you’re smart with computers, but it’s bad because like you get
bashed up . . . (Angelfish focus group 1)
Thus, at the same time as they were denying the impact of gender norms on subject
selection and emphasising the power of free choice, students were drawing attention to the
potential for their choices to lead to condescension, derision, harassment and violence.
Student awareness of the way gender norms are constructed and socially policed was
also signalled when they were asked if they could think of any ways that schools might
make IT subjects more appealing to girls. Some suggested that the image needed to
be changed to make it more consistent with culturally validated images of ‘attractive’
womanhood. For instance:
Girl 7: I think that if you had a TV program or even a media advertiser of any sort, and
you had a sexy woman there with you know, her sexy, sophisticated outfit with a
title saying, programmer, the world’s best, or whatever, I don’t know, I’m just making
something up.
Girl 7: Then there would probably be a huge increase because women, especially young
women who may be coming from grade 12 will go, ‘oh, that looks really good, I
want to look like that’ and guys might respect you more, or might think I’m sexy
because I do this, yeah, I . . . (laughing) (Opal focus group)
Here we see a girl expressing an awareness of the power of culturally dominant under-
standings of what it is to be a desirable woman. Similarly powerful sentiments were
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expressed by some boys, who suggested that making IT appealing would involve draw-
ing upon so-called natural feminine interests and doing things such as putting a picture of
‘bachelor of the year next to the computer’ (Boy BB1, Bandicoot focus group).
This reading of the data collected from the project makes it apparent that there
are numerous influences shaping student subject selection. The most commonly cited
factors are curriculum, pedagogy, personal interest and natural ability. However stu-
dents also acknowledged (often reluctantly, and almost unconsciously) that the decisions
they made about how to act at school could have a range of consequences, depend-
ing upon how they reproduced or contested hegemonic understandings of gender. It
is interesting to note that none of the students expressed regret about the conse-
quences that were discussed nor made any suggestion that things could, or should, be
different.
Thus, for the students in this project, the underrepresentation of girls is no more or less
remarkable than the underrepresentation of boys in historically feminised fields. The situ-
ation is seen to reflect natural (biologically determined) patterns of interest and, to a lesser
extent, the wishes of an individual student. While students who departed from these seem-
ingly natural pathways could expect to endure some consequences, as far as the students in
this project were concerned these consequences were neither remarkable nor regrettable.
Taken together these perspectives raise serious challenges about how interventions can best
be conceptualised. We turn to that focus in the next section of the paper.
Part 3: Recommendations for intervention and teachers’ ability to respond
It seems reasonable to suggest (as we have argued elsewhere) that in order to respond to
the full range of influences on student decision making outlined above (rather than simply
the most commonly cited influences), schools and teachers need to develop interventions
that:
(1) Demystify the field of IT and debunk misconceptions by providing accurate and
timely career advice and subject information; helping students to understand dif-
ferent kinds of IT career pathways; and using pedagogical approaches that align
with the work practices in IT industries, such as group-based project work.
(2) Stimulate students’ interest in information technology by doing such things as
making connections between the IT curriculum and everyday leisure and lifestyle
technologies; and recognising that many students achieve high levels of computer
literacy at home and need a more challenging IT program.
(3) Support students who challenge dominant gender stereotypes by doing such
things as: affirming girls’ interest and competence in difficult technical tasks;
affirming boys’ interest and competence in communication and design activi-
ties; and affirming the behaviours and attitudes of girls who express an interest
in information technology.
(4) Put gender into the school curriculum and provide opportunities for commonly
held notions about gender and IT to be aired, debated, and challenged (Lynch,
2007).
Both individually and together, these recommendations resonate with the findings from
many previous projects (Siann & Callaghan, 2001; Wasburn & Miller, 2005). And yet, as
outlined in our introduction, previous research has not been accompanied by significant
change. This brings us to the point raised at the start of this paper. We have proceeded
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in this analysis from the belief that although the scholarship in this field is characterised
by a widespread identification of a diverse range of factors impacting upon girls’ deci-
sion making, and consistent agreement that interventions need to address all these issues,
there is little evidence to suggest that the people most central to these reforms – teachers
themselves – actually have the capacity to respond to this full range of factors.
To investigate the possibility that this is one of the real blind spots in research on
this topic, we revisited data collected from teachers to identify the extent to which they
appeared ready and able to respond to each of the four recommendations above.
Re-reading the data: teachers’ capacity to respond
There was strong evidence to suggest that teachers felt well equipped to deal with chal-
lenges relating to recommendations 1 and 2. Subject coordinators and individual teachers
in all three states spoke passionately of their commitment to demystifying the field of IT,
debunking misconceptions, and stimulating students’ interest by:
• making more explicit connections with real-world projects;
• taking students to a range of career days and IT fairs;
• providing students with opportunities to work on individual projects they felt
passionate about, and hands-on rather than theoretical projects;
• allowing students to work in groups for study and assessment purposes;
• working with programs that students saw as engaging especially those that make
use of software relating to web page creation, animation, movie making, and game
playing.
This kind of reform, in other words, although seen as time-consuming and demand-
ing, was not regarded by teachers as anything remarkable. However, there is significantly
less evidence to suggest that teachers are in a good position to even identify, let alone
respond to, the existence of powerful and limiting discourses about gender. Indeed, it
is not just the students in the project who denied the impact of gender, or drew upon
essentialist explanations to rationalise girls’ and boys’ decision making. A large number
of teachers shared the students’ opinions. This was most obvious when they were asked
to provide their own explanation for girls’ under-enrolment. Teachers consistently cited
biologically based factors. One teacher commented that ‘girls are more creative than log-
ical’ (Woman teacher AH, Blackmare) as though this is an obvious, uncontested truth.
Another said that ‘girls love things like MS Messenger, sending messages, communica-
tion’ (Woman teacher K, Sediment). She went on to say that in a subject focusing on Flash
skills, the girls would focus on building ‘picture houses’ whereas the boys would do ‘stick
death’:
Where you have continuing screens of stick drawings doing something like maiming, killing,
exploding, blood and guts. It’s wild . . . Boys are such wonderful creatures, they are so
predictable. (Woman teacher K, Sediment)
The lure of these essentialist explanations was also seen in conversations where
teachers tried to imagine ways to improve girls’ enrolment in IT subjects. While some
acknowledged the need to remove overt barriers (such as those relating to timetables) and
the potential influence of factors such as female role models, and better career information,
many fell back on the idea that perhaps the whole field needed to be feminised.
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One brief example is provided by a teacher who says:
. . . we get girls, girls love things like MS Messenger, sending messages, communication,
anything to do with that they love. They like doing web pages as long as it is about their pets
or their family or something like that, whereas boys will do it on the latest . . . comics or things
in that line. (Woman teacher K, Sediment)
A similar perspective is expressed by 11 other teachers who speak of a commitment to
providing girls with the opportunity to work in groups, and to ensuring that they can follow
their so-called natural interests in social and emotional based activities.
It is important to acknowledge that the project did not explicitly set out to measure
or assess the capacities of teachers to conceptualise and implement gender-based reform.
Rather, the focus was on identifying reasons to account for girls’ underrepresentation and
possible ways forward. This returns us to the point made at the start of the paper. All the
research projects and all the recommendations in the world will ultimately be of little value
if they fail to acknowledge that the recommendations being made require a complex and
sophisticated skill set that many teachers simply do not possess.
A teacher’s ability to support students who challenge dominant stereotypes and to allow
commonly held notions about gender and IT to be aired and challenged is seriously com-
promised if they lack access to explanatory frameworks that allow them, firstly, to recognise
the assumptions that underpin their own attitudes towards gender; secondly, to identify the
diverse ways in which seemingly natural and logical understandings about gender are con-
structed and naturalised (as is seen in the ways the boys and girls in this study both deny
and legitimate dominant discourses about gender); and thirdly, to access a diverse reper-
toire of strategies to demonstrate that gender stories can be problematised, interrogated and
reconstructed.
These are the skills, we would argue, that could be offered to teachers by feminist post-
structuralism. Feminist post-structural perspectives on gender, as acknowledged through
this paper, are premised on the belief that free choice is a fiction because students’ choices
never occur in a vacuum. Girls and boys make decisions about how to live, act and desire,
at the intersection of multiple and competing discourses. Emphasising the rights of girls
to choose, and celebrating the successes of those individual girls who have chosen an
IT career path, does not necessarily reduce the power of widespread discourses about
femininity which position the good and natural girl as more interested in the creative
than the technical, the artistic than the scientific, the emotional than the rational, and the
interpersonal rather than the individual.
From this perspective, teacher-led interventions need to engage students not only in the
rejection of stereotypes or in the identification of positive role models, but also in the far
more complex process of identifying and contesting the operation and power of hegemonic
understandings of femininity and the multiple, diverse, and hidden ways in which these
messages are received, naturalised, and validated in day-to-day schooling. This leads to the
final point of the paper: Where are teachers able to access the kind of knowledge that would
help them respond to issues relating to the circulation and contestation of gender norms?
Part 4: A challenge to teacher education
Data explored through this project suggest that teachers do not have (and may not have been
given the opportunity to acquire) the complex set of skills required to, first, identify the
multiple ways in which narrow and limiting gender norms are circulated and naturalised;
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second, critique essentialist or socialisation perspectives on gender; or third, adequately
conceptualise interventions. This raises direct questions about the content of contemporary
teacher education programs.
In the 1990s teacher preparation programs commonly included space to explicitly teach
teachers about the perspectives on gender and gender-based reform. Over the past 15 years,
however, subjects focused on gender have steadily disappeared. When read alongside data
provided from this project which demonstrate the persistence and power of traditional,
hegemonic understandings of what it means to be a girl, a boy, and a technology student,
as well as the difficulty students and teachers have identifying or naming this power, the
gradual decline of teacher education courses designed to support teachers in their concep-
tualisation and implementation of gender-based educational reform emerges as, perhaps,
the key issue warranting ongoing investigation.
Teacher educators – as researchers – are challenged to move from the reiteration of
familiar and well-rehearsed sets of recommendations directed at schools and teachers to
an analysis of the ways in which our own work is found wanting. Who, if not us, provides
those at the front line of subject selection in schools – teachers, counsellors, and students
– with the resources to disrupt longstanding and powerful patterns? The extent to which
it may be possible to reintroduce, revalidate, and reprioritise the development of teachers’
understandings of the diverse and complex processes through which gender norms are
introduced, circulated, legitimated, or contested in the day-to-day work of schooling and IT
education may be the real question facing those wishing to make any significant difference
to the participation rates of girls in information technology courses into the future.
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